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Abstract 
Critical thinking skills (CTS) have been shown to enhance English language competency. However, studies on what educators 
think of CTS and how they incorporate CTS in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) classrooms remain limited. This paper 
explores the perceptions and teaching practices of five ESP lecturers/teachers using a qualitative approach. The study revealed 
that although lecturers/teachers observed a lack of CTS among learners, there was a lack of emphasis on developing CTS due to 
several factors. The results of this study provide insights for educators to reflect on their own teaching practices and incorporate 
CTS into English language teaching.  
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1. Introduction 
English is officially the second language in Malaysia and has been taught as a compulsory subject to students at 
both primary and secondary schools. Unfortunately, even after 11 years of schooling (year one to secondary five), 
English language proficiency among Malaysian university students remains at a low level (Yamat, Fischer & Rich, 
2014). According to studies carried out by the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (2006), more than half the 
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MUET (Malaysia University English Test) scores of Malaysian students were between Band 1 (extremely limited 
user) to Band 3 (modest user). Although most students are able to understand instructions and content conveyed in 
English, the majority of them find it difficult to express themselves in the language. This is worrying as limited 
English language proficiency among university graduates lowers their chances of getting employed (Kaur & Sidhu, 
2010). To remedy this issue, it is common for institutes of higher education to offer general English courses or 
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) courses to help students improve their English language proficiency and cope 
with the language demands of university courses. There are several reasons why English language proficiency 
remains low among Malaysian undergraduates. One of the reasons is the exam-oriented education system in 
Malaysia. Thus, English lecturers/teachers tend to focus more on the technical aspects such as grammar, reading and 
writing skills and place less emphasis on the communicative aspects in their teaching (Che Musa, Koo & Azman, 
2012; Koo, 2008) so that students will be able to score well in national examinations. Hence, students may view 
English learning as a means to an end; to pass examinations and not for communicative reasons. The situation is 
made worse by English language classrooms which are still dominated by traditional teacher-centred approaches and 
drills such as revision using past-year examination papers, textbooks and exercises (Che Musa et al., 2012). These 
methods discourage students from employing critical thinking skills which are crucial for developing better learners. 
Even though efforts have been made to include critical thinking as part of the curriculum in institutions of higher 
learning (MoHE, 2006), studies have shown that this may not have been implemented effectively because 
lecturers/teachers may not have a clear idea on how to incorporate critical thinking skills in the classroom (Choy & 
Oo, 2012; Rajendran, 2013; Rudd, 2007).  As a result, students may not be able to apply critical thinking skills well 
in the learning process as their lecturers/teachers are not fully aware of how critical thinking skills can be integrated 
with their lessons effectively. 
Since lecturers’/teachers’ perceptions can influence their teaching practices (Choy & Oo, 2012), it is important to 
find out what lecturers/teachers today think of critical thinking skills and what they do to instill critical thinking 
among students. With that in mind, this study aims to answer the research questions below: 
1. What is the perception of lecturers/teachers on critical thinking skills among students? 
2. What are the current teaching practices of lecturers/teachers in promoting critical thinking skills in ESP 
classrooms?  
3. What are the challenges of lecturers/teachers in the integration of critical thinking skills in ESP classrooms? 
2. Literature review 
2.1. Defining critical thinking 
Learning and thinking have long been regarded as lifelong processes which are interrelated (Chaffee, 1994). This 
statement is supported by Bailin and Siegel (2003) who proposed that critical thinking (CT) should be the primary 
goal of education. The inculcation of critical thinking in education is important for reasons such as to facilitate 
students to think for themselves and make decisions, to equip them with skills to do well in subjects such as 
mathematics, science, literature, art and history, to prepare students for challenges of adulthood and to enable them 
to lead a democratic life which involves good and analytical thinking (Siegel, 2010). While the short-term objective 
of training students to become critical thinkers is to make them better students, the far more important goal is to 
make them high-functioning and productive adults who are able to contribute to the development of a nation 
(Abrami, Bernard, Borokhovski, Wade, Surkes, Tamim & Zhang, 2008).   
Although critical thinking is seen as a rather complex concept to explain, it has been widely defined by educators 
and theorists worldwide, along with the evaluation criteria, skills and dispositions that go along with it (Siegel, 
2010). Abrami et al (2008) defined critical thinking as the ability of an individual to engage in a purposeful, self-
regulatory thinking process. Halvorsen (2005) describes thinking critically as viewing things from “various 
perspectives, to look at and challenge any possible assumptions that may underlie the issue and to explore its 
possible alternatives”.  In terms of Bloom’s taxonomy, the three highest levels of thinking which are analysis, 
synthesis and evaluation are believed to represent critical thinking skills (Kennedy, Fischer & Ellis, 1991). 
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Of the many definitions found on critical thinking, critical thinking can be summarised as a skill to assist learners 
in achieving better understanding by actively thinking about their own learning process and discovering how to 
solve problems by evaluating different perspectives. This in turn could assist learners in learning more effectively. 
2.2. Critical thinking and language learning 
Even though thinking and language development go hand-in-hand, a lot is left to be desired when it comes to 
efforts in integrating critical thinking skills into English language teaching in Malaysia. A study by Yunus et al. 
(2006) involving 3025 respondents from 7 public universities and 2 private universities from Malaysia revealed that 
undergraduates performed moderately in terms of critical thinking ability. This is worrying as it shows that 
Malaysian undergraduates lack critical thinking skills necessary to stay competitive in the workforce even though 
steps have been taken by the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education over the years to incorporate the critical 
thinking component in the curriculum as well as assessments.  
As with all skills, practice is essential in order to improve critical thinking (Facione, 2011). A few methods which 
have been identified to promote critical thinking include group activities such as discussion, debate and case studies. 
However, carrying out activities like these take time away from lecture, which is a traditional method widely used 
by educators to deliver curriculum content (Wallace and Jefferson, 2015). In Malaysia where the education system is 
still very much exam-oriented and result-based, lecturers/teachers may hesitate to employ alternative methods to 
promote critical thinking, choosing instead to focus more on finishing the syllabus and teaching students how to 
score well in exams.  
Based on the literature reviewed, it is important to incorporate critical thinking skills into English classes for 
several reasons. According to Masduqi (2011), many ELT experts believe that critical thinking skills should be 
promoted in English classes in order to enhance the English language competency of students. Shirkani and Fahim 
(2011) postulated that when learners are able to incorporate critical thinking skills into language learning, they will 
be better able to monitor and assess their own learning. In addition, they believe that critical thinking is able to 
enrich learners’ learning experience and make it more meaningful. Critical thinking has also been shown to be 
highly correlated to learning achievement (Rafi, 2010).  
Liaw (2007), on the other hand, stresses that while it is necessary for critical thinking skills be taught in an ESL 
classroom, this does not translate into students lacking the ability to think critically. However, she emphasised that it 
is important for language lecturers/teachers to guide students in developing critical thinking skills while learning 
English to enable them to advance in today’s increasingly competitive workplace.  
The studies above show that there is a dire need for critical thinking to be inculcated in English language 
classrooms in order to improve language proficiency of learners and enhance the whole language learning 
experience. However, lecturers/teachers may be ill-informed on ways to include critical thinking as part of their 
teaching and this could affect students’ ability to apply critical thinking skills in their learning (Lauer, 2005). In a 
Malaysian context, Choy & Cheah (2009) found that even though lecturers/teachers in institutions of higher learning 
believe that they are teaching critical thinking, there seemed to be a lack of understanding on how they could help 
students to develop critical thinking. Therefore, it is important to find out the current teaching practices of English 
lecturers/teachers in integrating critical thinking with English courses so that more can be done to improve the 
current situation. 
3. Methodology 
This study employs a qualitative approach which consists of both semi-structured interviews and classroom 
observations. 5 lecturers/teachers (4 females, 1 male) teaching ESP courses were chosen for the interview and will 
henceforth be addressed as T1, T2, T3, T4 and T5 in the results and findings. The ESP courses involved are 
Academic English, Technical Writing, Technical Communication and Effective Communication. These courses are 
offered by UniversitiTun Hussein Malaysia (UTHM) to equip students with English language skills required for 
undergraduates to get on with their tertiary studies.  
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The participants of the study were selected via purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is defined as the 
intentional selection of samples which possess certain characteristics or qualities in accordance to the research 
objectives (Coyne, 1997; Koerber & McMichael, 2008).  This technique was selected because it is useful for 
learning about central issues by allowing in-depth study to take place using information-rich samples (Patton, 1990). 
In order to obtain information-rich samples, only language lecturers/teachers with at least 24 months of teaching 
experience were approached. Written consent for the interview and classroom observations was promptly obtained 
from each of the language lecturers/teachers. The interview questions were developed based on the objectives of the 
study and revolved around lecturers/teachers’ understanding of critical thinking skills, teaching practices in the 
integration of critical thinking skills in the classroom and potential challenges. Furthermore, field notes of classroom 
observations for each course were recorded by the researcher to validate the data obtained through the interviews. 
The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed using TRANSANA v.2.61; a qualitative video analysis software 
(Fassnacht& Woods, 2006), coded and finally organised into themes for descriptive analysis. 
4. Findings 
The findings are organised according to the objectives of the study. The first section presents the perceptions of 
lecturers/teachers towards critical thinking skills among students. This is followed by teaching practices of 
lecturers/teachers to develop critical thinking skills. The final section highlights the challenges faced by 
lecturers/teachers in the integration of critical thinking skills in ESP courses. 
4.1. Lecturers/teachers’ perception towards critical thinking skills among students 
In general, lecturers/teachers think that their students lack critical thinking skills and were passive in terms of 
their learning attitude. From the interviews, the participants concurred that there was a lack of critical thinking skills 
among most of their students. These excerpts from the interviews show that students tend to possess a “herd 
mentality” where they tend to blindly follow the suggestions of their group members and have difficulty generating 
ideas when it comes to classroom discussion.“I ask them to brainstorm to develop the idea, they cannot think 
critically. I mean, the idea is very limited.” (T4)“Some of them they were actually like very, only follow with the 
flow” (T5) 
Through the classroom observations and interviews, it was gathered that students in general were quite passive in 
their learning. Although some interaction could be observed going on between the lecturers/teachers and students 
during the lessons, most of it was led or initiated by the teacher. For example, students in Foundation English class 
uttered one-word responses such as “Yes” or “No” to questions posed by the teacher. This took place mostly in the 
form of a choral response, where the entire class or most of the students answer in unison. These findings are 
consistent with that of Choy & Cheah (2009), where students are thought to be lacking in critical thinking skills due 
to their passive behaviour in class. 
On the other hand, although there were occasions where students posed questions to the lecturers/teachers during 
class, they were few and far between. The majority of the questions only required factual answers as they were 
mostly related to the tasks or assignments given. For instance, during Effective Communication class, students were 
observed asking questions such as ‘How many marks we get for this task?’ or ‘How long are we given to present?’ 
This indicates that students were concerned about the evaluation process, possibly caused by the years spent 
immersed in exam-oriented education system. Little interaction occurred between the students as four out of five 
classroom observations were teacher-centred and consisted mostly of lectures where the teacher talks and the 
students listen. The following statements further illustrated passive behaviour among students.“I ask them..a very 
simple question, they just sat there and waited for me to give them the answer” (T1) / “They just do whatever I ask, 
never question.” (T4) 
When probed further, lecturers/teachers attributed the observed passive behaviour among students to the exam-
oriented system and spoon-feeding culture prevalent in primary and secondary education. The emphasis on 
traditional teaching methods such as drills which focuses on memorisation could possibly be part of the reason why 
students are unable to think critically. Interestingly, one of the participants maintained that drills remain important 
for English language learning and applies it in her teaching. “So students are more like, wait for lecturers/teachers to 
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tell them what to do, and wait for notes…drilling, things like that. So they are trained like that. So when they come 
to the university education, they are still bringing that kind of culture.” (T1) 
4.2. Teaching practices to develop critical thinking skill 
The next part of the paper focuses on what English lecturers/teachers do in order to integrate critical thinking 
skills in the teaching and learning process. Brainstorming in small groups, identifying issues, questioning and 
reflection were some of the ways used by the lecturers/teachers to help students develop critical thinking skills. 
4.2.1. Brainstorming in small groups 
Brainstorming is frequently associated with creative thinking skills as it encourages the generation of ideas and in 
doing so, discourage students from judging the ideas. The quantity of ideas is emphasized over the quality of ideas. 
So where does critical thinking occur? According to the interviews, ESP courses such as Effective Communication 
and Technical Writing require students to write proposals or plan projects based on real-world problems. 
Lecturers/teachers frequently ask students to use this technique in order to list down as many ideas as possible and 
then select the best option. In doing so, students need to think critically and select the best possible choice through 
justification of ideas. “I wanted them to be critical, so I asked them to brainstorm about problems around them.” 
(T2). While brainstorming on its own does not promote critical thinking skills, assessing and making decisions 
based on the ideas engages students to critically analyse and evaluate their choices (Case, 2005).“When they are 
brainstorming, they should provide concrete and valid reasons behind every points that they come up with.”(T5) 
What was interesting to note was not the act of brainstorming itself, but also how the lecturers/teachers carried 
out the brainstorming session. T2 commented breaking the class into small groups of five for the brainstorming 
session was more effective than allowing the class of 40 to brainstorm together. During the classroom observation, 
students seemed to be more responsive when brainstorming in small groups of five or six instead of a teacher-led 
classroom brainstorming session. This could be because students feel more relaxed and comfortable interacting with 
their peers in small groups. This observation is supported by Horwitz (2001) who suggests that getting students to 
deal with challenging tasks in small groups could allay their feelings of anxiety and fear of speaking in public. This 
in turn can assist students in expressing their thoughts more openly and helps in the development of critical thinking 
skills. “Instead of asking students to brainstorm in a group of 40 or a class, I group them in a smaller group..a group 
5..able to produce 100 brainstorming ideas within an hour…But if I brainstorm in a class of 40 in an hour. After 15 
minutes I'd be alone standing there. The students will not respond back to me.” (T2) 
4.2.2. Identifying issues  
Participants of the study expressed that they often used group discussions to promote critical thinking among 
students and also because all ESP courses except Academic English involved assessments which require students to 
work in groups.  One of the teachers, T2, mentioned that he used group discussions because he thinks that students 
need to be exposed to different perspectives. Exposing students to different opinions or ideas helps to foster open-
mindedness, a disposition believed to be important for critical thinking (Staib, 2003).“(Students) have to be..exposed 
to different point of views.” (T2) 
However, group discussions alone are not sufficient to develop critical thinking skills among students. As 
mentioned by Garrison & Cleveland-Innes (2005), interaction among students does not necessarily mean that they 
are “cognitively engaged in an educationally meaningful manner”. Based on the classroom observations made, 
facilitation provided by lecturers/teachers during group discussions played an important part in helping students to 
think deeply about certain topics or issues. Facilitation can take place through a variety of ways. For instance, 
lecturers/teachers may guide students by asking questions, demonstrating how to select issues for discussion or by 
encouraging students to reflect on their learning: “At the beginning I've asked them to look for issues. I'll give them 
some examples. I showed a photo and then discuss with them issues and turned that into problem statements and 
objectives.” (T1) 
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From the interview excerpts above, it can be concluded that teachers/lecturers associate critical thinking skills 
with problem-solving. Relatively, previous studies (Case, 2005; ùenda÷&OdabaúÕ, 2009) have shown that learners 
have a higher tendency to engage in critical thinking if the subject matter or learning content is problematised.  
4.2.3. Questioning 
All participants used questioning techniques in class to promote students’ critical thinking skills. As questioning 
is often seen as a way to challenge learners and their thinking, the quality and types of questions used during lessons 
should be examined when it comes to integrating critical thinking with the subject matter. According to Case (2005), 
questions which promote critical thought should ensure that learners are not merely regurgitating facts, but are 
making judgments or evaluating possible alternatives. During the classroom observations, most questions employed 
by lecturers/teachers were lower-order questions which often includes the question word “What” -“They discuss 
then I will go to each group to see to look at their points and then whenever they write something I will ask them 
why do you say this? What do you want to write actually? So, how can you make it write better?” (T4) 
In addition, T2 asked the students questions such as, “Before the meeting, what did you do?” in order to activate 
students’ prior knowledge about meetings. In a separate ESP class, T4 asked students many questions about report 
writing. Most of the questions started with question words such as “What?”, “How many?”, and “Where?” which 
required factual answers. The use of lower order thinking questions could mean that lecturers/teachers tend to focus 
more on the mastery of the subject matter instead of emphasizing on the development of critical thinking skills. On 
the other hand, lower-order thinking questions may also be an approach teachers use to encourage participation in 
class and reduce learner anxiety among students with low English proficiency. 
4.2.4. Reflection 
Besides brainstorming, identifying issues and questioning, training students to reflect on their own learning is an 
important part of developing critical thinkers (Cotton, 1991). However, out of the five lecturers/teachers 
interviewed, only one shared that she encourages critical thinking among students by guiding them to reflect on their 
learning process when they face difficulty in completing a task:-“I always ask them to actually look back at the 
question, read back at the question, read back the questions, try to understand the questions.I asked to reorganise 
first, look at what you have done, look at what you haven't done and then after that I will actually encourage them to 
think to think.” (T5)  
In reference to the discussion above, it was evident that lecturers/teachers preferred approaches, strategies and 
techniques which are not too time-consuming and can be easily incorporated with their lessons without much 
preparation. This is understandable since these lecturers/teachers have to handle at least five classes per week as 
well as administrative tasks in the university. Furthermore, in the process of developing critical thinking skills 
among students, the lecturers/teachers see themselves playing the role of a facilitator instead of a transmitter of 
knowledge or information.  From the interviews as well as the classroom observations, it can also be concluded that 
even though the lecturers/teachers involved do not really emphasize on developing critical thinking skills among 
students during lessons, they believe that critical thinking skills should not be taught explicitly, but should instead be 
embedded into the English language programs through in-class activities, assignments or teaching approaches. 
4.3. Challenges faced by lecturers/teachers in the integration of critical thinking skills in ESP courses 
This final part of this paper presents and discusses the challenges encountered by the lecturers/teachers which are 
language anxiety among learners, lack of technical knowledge on how to integrate critical thinking skills into the 
ESP courses and attitudes of ESP practitioners. Several suggestions will also be proposed to tackle these challenges. 
4.3.1. Language anxiety among learners 
Many lecturers/teachers tend to gauge students’ critical thinking skills from productive skills such as speaking 
and writing. However, one of the challenges faced during the integration of critical thinking skills in ESP 
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classrooms is language anxiety among students. Language anxiety can be defined as “the feeling of tension and 
apprehension, specifically associated with second language context including speaking, listening and learning” 
(MacIntyre& Gardner, 1994). This may impede them from displaying signs of critical thinking as the development 
of critical thinking skills requires “rich stimulation and interaction” (Hansen-Pauly, 2014). Students who suffer from 
language anxiety in this study context are not keen to share their thoughts and ideas during group discussions or 
brainstorming sessions, preferring to keep to themselves because of their low confidence in their English language 
ability and fear of being ridiculed by their peers. “They are not that good in English…they don't have that kind of 
confidence …They are afraid of people laughing at them or criticising their language production” (T1) 
Thus, language anxiety among students is a problem because it becomes difficult for lecturers/teachers to gauge 
the level of critical thinking if a student chooses not to express his or her ideas at all due to feelings of anxiety or 
embarrassment. This shows that the challenge faced by language lecturers/teachers in creating a thinking classroom 
is multi-layered and cannot be solved by simply teaching students how to think critically. It also has to be tackled 
from other aspects such as by improving students’ language proficiency, reducing language anxiety and guiding 
students in expressing their thoughts clearly and confidently using the target language. 
4.3.2. Lack of technical know-how of integrating critical thinking skills with ESP courses 
Through the interview sessions, the lecturers/teachers admitted that they do not know enough methods or ways to 
promote critical thinking skills because they were not exposed to it often enough. This is consistent with the findings 
by Rajendran (2013) where lecturers/teachers in general found it difficult to combine the teaching of the subject 
matter and critical thinking skills. All participants of the interview expressed that attending courses on ways to 
integrate critical thinking skills into ESP courses would benefit them greatly. T1 and T2 expressed that there were 
courses organized by the university on critical and creative thinking skills but none of them catered specifically for 
ESP courses. Therefore, it is essential for professional development programs to be customised accordingly so that 
lecturers/teachers will not only be able to obtain a deeper understanding of critical thinking skills, but will also be 
able to apply instructional strategies to promote critical thinking skills in context. Another suggestion by one of the 
participants was to establish a platform where lecturers/teachers can freely exchange knowledge and experience on 
their teaching practices. 
4.3.3. Attitude of ESP practitioners: Compromising the use English language to promote critical thinking 
Although the participants insist that their students use English in class whenever possible, it was alarming to note 
that some of them did not mind students holding a discussion in their first language (L1) if necessary, so that “the 
flow will be there”. They did insist, however, that the final product of the students’ discussion should be in English, 
be it in the form of a written assignment or an oral presentation. In retrospect, not stressing on the use of English for 
discussions defeats the purpose of an ESP classroom which is supposed to help learners develop their English 
communicative skills for specific disciplines. It may also lead to students undermining the importance of practising 
the language. While studies (Miles, 2004; Meyer, 2008) have shown that the use of L1 can be used to facilitate and 
scaffold learning in English classrooms for students with low English proficiency, the use of the target language 
should still be maximised where applicable. 
To develop critical thinking skills without compromising communicative competence in English, 
lecturers/teachers may consider providing systematic language support instead of allowing students to communicate 
entirely in their first language. Hansen-Pauley (2014) found that “a step-by-step, conscious development of concepts 
and appropriate language prevents experiences of frustration which are detrimental to learning”. When students start 
viewing English as a manageable way to channel their thoughts, they will be able to focus better on developing 
critical thinking using the language. To illustrate, lecturers/teachers can equip students with common English 
phrases used for questioning and responding to general issues. This may help to reduce language anxiety and at the 
same time, aid students to express their ideas in the target language despite their limited language proficiency. 
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5. Conclusion 
In a nutshell, this paper has delved into the perception of lecturers/teachers towards critical thinking skills among 
students as well as teaching practices to promote critical thinking among students. Even though the participants 
involved in the study were aware that their students lack critical thinking skills, it was found that lecturers/teachers 
do not really emphasize on these skills and chose to focus instead on the subject matter. Other challenges such as 
lack of the technical know-how to integrate critical thinking skills into ESP courses, lecturer/teacher attitudes and 
language anxiety among students have also contributed to the current state of affairs. The findings reveal that more 
should be done to empower lecturers/teachers on how to embed critical thinking skills in ESP classrooms such as by 
organising relevant teacher training courses or by creating platforms where lecturers/teachers can freely share their 
teaching practices. Subsequently, future research can steer towards the development of ready-to-use ESP modules 
which lecturers/teachers can easily adopt and adapt to integrate critical thinking skills among learners. 
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